DAIASPORA – Siôn T. Jobbins

This article appeared in the September 2007 issue of Cambria magazine

It’s probably because I suffer from Selective Ethnocentric Dyslexia that for years I would read the write ‘Diaspora’ as ‘Daiaspora’, blissfully smiling like a pig in dung at the good grace of the Greeks to create a word using the Welsh diminutive of Dafydd to describe a world-wide age-old phenomenon.

I was incorrect of course, but maybe, not wrong either. After all, isn’t every community’s Diaspora a special, unique and more wholesome Diaspora than the rest? One community’s economic immigrant, under-cutting costs and wages, is another community’s heroic, down-trodden worker, finding a better life for himself and family to send much-needed money home to mother and the motherland?

Madog is the alpha among our diaspora as he left a Wales plagued by civil war and famine in 1170 to luckily discover America and where, by coincidence, he found many Welsh societies celebrating St David’s Day and sharing his name. The Cymmrodorion Society in London played an instrumental part in the founding of many of our national institutions. My guess is that the Welsh language was the largest ‘ethnic’ language in England until the recent advent of Hindi and Polish-speakers. Even today, the Welsh Language Board believe there to be some 150,000 Welsh-speakers in England; a ‘Slough’-sized population; albeit dispersed and largely disinterested.

So as we crawl into a century when demography, diaspora and birth-rate will be the bed-rock of politics, maybe now is as good a time as ever to question the whole idea of a diaspora.

I guess many Welsh people have quite a low estimation of the Welsh diaspora – if they think of it all. Maybe it’s coloured by Jac Glan-y-Gors, the 18th century republican from Cerrig-y-dridion. This some-time tenant of the King’s Head pub in Ludgate St, London penned the famous ballad to the eponymous, treacherous Dic Siôn Dafydd the fictional Welshman who ‘forgot’ his mother tongue as soon as he settled in England. The Welsh idiom, ‘Gorau Cymro, Cymro oddi cartref’ (Best Welshman, Welshman from home) is said more often than not with a sarcastic and knowing smile than as a true compliment. Almost uniquely among the world’s diaspora, the Welsh diaspora seems to be less radical and less nationalistic than the folks back home. 

Like my fellow columnist, Patrick Thomas, I have an interest in Armenia, who, along with the Jews, share the most envious diaspora – although both for tragic reasons. In the early years of this decade, the Armenian diaspora, for instance, raised $25 million through their annual Thanksgiving Phoneathon to finance the building of a 100 mile road in the Armenian enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh – yes a fully-Tarmaced, two lane straight highway – you know like the one we don’t have linking north and south Wales. 

The Welsh diaspora is less impressive but seems to be somewhat in fashion now. Websites such as the Glaniad.com (Patagonia) and Wales-Ohio Project wish to archive, digitise and put online the Welsh global experience. There’s also been a series of interesting programmes in both Welsh and English about elements of the history of the Welsh diaspora from the American Civil War, our communities in Ohio and of course the Wladfa.

As a part of the dotCYM bid I’ve witnessed the importance of the Welsh diaspora to the growing success of the bid and also for creating a world-wide network of societies which gives an international context to our identity.

Even so, I can’t help asking if we should create a culture which elevates the diaspora. It was our good fortune as a nation to have black gold under them thar hills of Glamorgan and Gwent which meant we emigrated from Bethesda to Merthyr for work and not to America. Less heroic I know, less news-worthy and less world-wide well-known, but should we measure the success of our culture by the word-recognition of the American on Main Street? 

Doesn’t a celebration of diaspora lead to a ‘they got out of jail’ mentality – with Wales being the ‘jail’? Where being a teacher in Reading is better than being a teacher in Lampeter, or being a merchant banker in the City is better than being a ‘lowly’ bank manager in Swansea but an important part of Welsh community, maybe raising your kids to speak Welsh and paying taxes in Wales?

If we celebrate our diaspora, then what right do we have to say other diasporas should integrate into our society, or rather, where do you draw the line? Maybe with so many people and so many diasporas forming globally we all need to underplay the role of the diaspora - including us Welsh. 

So, what is this animal we call a Welsh diaspora? Is there such a thing or are there just Welsh individuals who live outside Wales? Is it a problem?
At a glance, the demography of Wales looks quite healthy – an annual increase in population of some 10,000. However, this headline figure masks the true situation which is more subtle and leaves a little less room for complacency. 

According to the Assembly’s Statistical Bulletin, over the period 1975 to 2003 there was an overall net out-migration to the rest of the word from Wales of approximately 6,600, which is low and stable.  In the decade to 2003, a total of 555,000 migrated out of Wales, of which 87% were to another country within the UK, overwhelmingly England. Over the same period a total of 631,000 people migrated into Wales of which 85 per cent were from the rest of the UK. In UK terms this movement of people would correspond to about 11 million moving out and in during the course of a decade. In linguistic terms, were English in the same situation as Welsh, then some 1-2 million English-speakers would be have been ‘lost’ not to be replaced and with the remaining English-speakers to become a smaller percentage of the population. 
According to the Report, with the exception of the South East Region (lowland Gwent, Cardiff and the Vale) a substantial number of those moving in are of retiring age or approaching retiring age - adding to an already ageing domestic population. So, the population isn’t growing because of the birth-rate, nor, except in one of Wales’s five regions, necessarily because of employment. In brief, there seems to be a straight swap between England and Wales but with Wales losing between 1-2,000 a year more in the important 16-24 age group. 

We’re familiar with current East European levels of emigration, the effects of which are starting to cause real concern for the governments of countries like of Poland and Latvia. But has not the Welsh experience, today and over decades, been just as seismic? The magnitude of the effect of emigration on Wales is invisible or ignored. Obviously a section of Welsh society leaving Wales for a job in England is no great move, either in terms of distance nor culture. However, for the Welsh-language the effect of this movement of people, I would argue, is on East European levels. This is the elephant in the room where language planning is in question.

On average 19,700 people aged between 18-24 left Wales annually between 1999 and 2004 (with on average 18,700 moving in). Most of these are students I would guess. It’s not as great in number nor percentage as the numbers leaving East European states today, but I’d reckon that this constant movement has happened over decades in Wales and could continue so, whereas the emigration from Latvia or Poland is a temporary one and will soon end as life and jobs improve there. In that respect, the haemorrhaging of Welsh talent (and culture and language) is as acute in Wales as it is for East European countries if not more. One of the main structural reasons for this haemorrhaging is particular to Wales however – higher education – which I’ll come to later.  

Like the demographic graphs for Latvia, the graphs look pretty grim for the Welsh language community. A Welsh Language Board Statistical Trends presentation in 2004 (which is on their website) estimated that among the Welsh-speaking community the number of deaths at 6,500 and out migration to England at 5,200 outran the number of children born to Welsh-speaking homes or raised Welsh-speaking plus immigration of children into Wales (from England mostly) by 3,000. These aren’t precise figures and are maybe skewed towards the more western, Welsh-speaking parts of Wales to the detriment of the east. Having said that, the presentation calculated that the Welsh language community is running at an annual deficit of 3,000 a year. On top of that is a below replacement birth-rate, with Ceredigion as the lowest in the UK. So; death, below replacement birth-rate and diaspora is haemorrhaging the community – exactly the same situation as Latvia – but without Welsh having the same status as Latvian and with a large number of people moving in. Were Wales an island or a nation-state this would be a subject of newspaper headlines, university papers and political debate. As it stands, it’s barely noticed not to say mentioned. 

This is still early days in terms of measuring specific Welsh demography and so there is much more we need to learn but Hywel Jones, Statistician at the Welsh Language Board, estimates that some 17% of Welsh-speakers live outside of Wales. According to the 1991 census, 21.8% of those born in Wales (of whatever background and age) now live in England too. This isn’t an annual number of course, but even so it sounds a large figure to me. So, if one were to take a typical Welsh school year it can be expected that 1 in 5 will have left Wales after 20-30 years. 

Emigration from Wales isn’t new of course. Between 1925 and 1939 Wales lost 390,000 people and its population did not regain its 1925 level until 1973. But whereas the closure of the mines lead many to leave Wales in the past, we’re starting to wakeup to another reason now – higher education – and this is one challenge Easter Europe won’t have to contend with to such a degree.
Brain-drain is a concern for all communities, including the British community which frets that the best are tempted by the USA and within the UK Ulster Protestants, for instance, who are concerned about the number of Northern Irish students which study in Scotland. Whilst this has been an historic concern, the ‘threat’ is greater now than ever. It’s one thing when only some 4% of the population entered university, as in the 1960s, it’s a whole different ball-game when over 40% do so as is the case now.  It’s a complicated area as the student community is, by definition fluid, and Wales also gains economically from the post-graduates who stay here. But for anyone interested in the continuation of the Welsh language it’s important to discuss what’s happening. 

As it is, the whole issue is swept under the carpet. No, I’m wrong – it’s worse than that. During the first Assembly in 2001, Cynog Dafis AM, and Chair of the Education Committee, raised the possibility of conducting research to find out how many young people decided to follow university courses in England and what proportion returned to Wales. Incredibly, this caused a massive outpouring of misunderstanding or misquotation and certainly mischief. Among the many academics who gave presentations to the committee was the eminent lecturer, Dafydd Glyn Jones, a man who’s given decades of service to academia, lecturing both on campuses and, in his spare time, in village halls. Dafydd Glyn made the fatal mistake in his presentation to the committee of a) wishing to see Welsh students study in Wales and help build a strong confident nation and b) having a sense of irony. Unfortunately for Dafydd Glyn, Labour AMs on the committee had no sense of irony and seemed unconcerned by the Welsh brain-drain from Wales. Merthyr AM, Huw Lewis, attempted to sensor Dafydd Glyn Jones’s comments because of his supposed ‘racist’ comments (calling people ‘racists’ was very popular in 2001 – see Cambria ***). 

The Labour party group refused any recognition of the need to attract more Welsh students to study in Wales. Dafis’s motion ‘that stemming the flow of talented young people from Wales to receive their Higher Education should be recognised as a problem, and that Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, in cooperation with others, are to draw a strategy to promote a substantial percentage of Welsh students to receive their education in Wales’ was defeated. Yes, a Welsh Assembly education committee turned down the promotion of Welsh colleges to Welsh students – no wonder our young people leave Wales if some of our politicians don’t think it’s worth studying here. 

Thankfully, the rather touchy reaction to Dafis’s sensible concern has calmed down a little since then and Dafis been partly vindicated. The decision to offer financial breaks to Welsh students who study within Wales has lead (by default not desire) to an increase in students staying in Wales  - and hey, they’ve got no scars! Dafydd Glyn’s good name has also been restored and his dream of a Welsh language Federal College (which some on the committee were also hostile to, no doubt on grounds of ‘diversity’ and ‘enquality’) vindicated with the promise in the new Government’s ‘One Wales’ (Labour-Plaid Cymru) Pact to ‘establish a Welsh-medium Higher Education Network - the Federal College - in order to ensure Welsh-medium provision in our universities’. 
No state, nor parents for that matter, has the right to deny an individual to leave a community – to neither study nor work. But a community, in the form of the state, has an obligation to work creatively to make its country as attractive to its people that they will wish to stay or return to it – yes, to undermine diasporism. It also has a moral obligation to foster the culture and language of that state otherwise it loses the moral reason for its existence. This all hinges on the basic tenet; do its politicians think that the cultural and linguistic existence of that state is something worth continuing in the first place – something many in the Labour party didn’t believe in in 2001.

Demography - the movement of peoples and their consequences will be the mother of the politics of the twenty first century. But this is a subject which is given scant attention. Why do we talk of ‘sustainable environment’ but not ‘sustainable populations’? Welsh tax-payers invest in the nursery, primary and comprehensive education of our children, an estimated £100,000 for each and every one, not to mention the equally important emotional and for many of us, linguistic and cultural investment. As it is, from the tax-payers perspective we may as well cut out the middle man and send our children straight from the maternity ward to Manchester, London or Bristol with a £100k cheque to boot. 

States and communities will have to live with the reality that their citizens have the choice where to spend their adulthood. Building dykes and walls won’t work, nor should it. But having a totally lazzer-faire attitude, like Wales has at present, to its loss of people isn’t sustainable either especially for the long-term existence of a small and comparatively weak linguistic and cultural community like Welsh – and I dare say parts of Eastern Europe or Africa. 

For me, one of the strongest reasons for independence for Wales is that it will break the glass ceiling of job opportunities which, don’t and can’t exist in Wales under the present arrangement. Prestigious jobs; high government, Foreign Office, military, bourse, heads of organisations and management. A lack of political ambition for Wales as a nation means a section of our ambitions people will always leave. Wales has to be a diverse, multi-ethnic, interesting, safe – and a Welsh - place to live. This is no mean feat in an age where people can chose to live in different countries because of such diverse reasons as a wanting a year-round sun-tan, winter skiing, sexuality, taxation or religion.
The more I think about it, the more I believe in twenty years time our almost cavalier attitude to population movement will seem as irresponsible and short-term as the throw-away unsustainable environmental policies of the 1970s do today. 

In states with below replacement birth-rates, governments will need to create ways to keep their young people - the people they’ve invested culturally and financially so much in – as well as attract the best from outside. Tax-breaks may be used to reward those who stay or return and Wales will need to offer a full range of job careers here from the very highest in government to the latest in technology. But one thing’s for sure, raising millions of dollars to build roads in homelands or even holding marches for patron saints in foreign cities won’t be seen as signs of success – but of failure.

Links:

www.glaniad.com - Trilingual site on Welsh Colony in Patagonia

http://ohio.llgc.org.uk – site on Welsh in Ohio

http://demographymatters.blogspot.com/ - Demography website
